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Saints Triumphant, 2009
Preached:  November 15, 2009 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18
The best part of heaven is being with Jesus.
Who is the person that you most like spending time with? Is it a friend? A family member? Someone you like playing basketball with? Someone who has kids similar to your kids’ ages? Let me ask another question. What is it about this person that makes you like being with him or her? Is it because you have similar interests? Is it because you can talk about very intimate things with this person? Is this person a good listener? Does he or she give good advice?
Today’s sermon text is about a person we all long to be with. But the striking thing is that none of us has ever seen this person before. Paul—he’s the one who wrote this letter—has a way of turning our attention away from the people we think we would like to be with toward this person who is the absolute best person to spend eternity with.
1 Thessalonians is perhaps the first letter that we have from the Apostle Paul. If you compare it to the rest of the New Testament it fits in with the rest of it like a piece of a jigsaw puzzle. When you understand how 1 Thessalonians fits in, you say, “Oh, wow! Now things make more sense to me.” In the book of Acts the travels of the Apostle Paul are recorded. Acts 17 tells how when Paul was traveling through Greece, he stopped at the city of Thessalonica for three weeks. He taught in the synagogue there that Jesus was the long awaited Messiah. Jesus had come, God Himself in human flesh, and fulfilled all the promises that God had made about sending a Savior from sin. A few of the Jews and many Greeks there believed. But there was also a large number of Jews who were upset by what Paul was saying and refused to believe that Jesus is the Messiah. They started a riot and attacked some of those who believed. Paul ended up having to flee from Thessalonica.
He moved on to southern Greece where he ended up staying in Corinth for a year and a half. At Corinth Paul received a message from his coworker Timothy, who had gone back to Thessalonica for a visit. Timothy said that the Thessalonian believers were confused about a few things. Paul had only had three weeks to teach them. He had no doubt taught them everything he could about how Jesus had lived the perfect life for them, had died on a cross for their sins, had risen from the dead, and how He would return again soon. But these things were so new to the Thessalonians, and it often takes so long for spiritual truths to sink in, that they had some pretty major misconceptions. That’s why Paul wrote this letter to them—that’s all 1 Thessalonians is—a letter only a few pages long, but a letter inspired by the Holy Spirit and explaining to these people, who didn’t have all the pieces of the puzzle, what God’s plan was. When Paul had spent those three weeks with them, he had taught them that Jesus was coming again to take them to heaven. But after Paul left, someone in the congregation apparently died, and then maybe another person died, and another. And it occurred to the Thessalonians:  Were these people going to miss out on heaven now? When Jesus came again, was it only those who were still alive who would be able to go along with Him to that perfect place that Paul had taught them about?
Paul wrote to them, “Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope.” Now notice (this is going to happen throughout this paragraph) Paul isn’t going to talk so much about those who have fallen asleep. He wants to talk about Jesus. He wants to focus their attention on Jesus. When the question is raised, he puts Jesus in focus:, “We believe that Jesus died and rose again.” It’s all about Jesus. He died too. But He rose from the dead. That’s what gives a Christian hope in the face of death. Jesus conquered death. He came back from death. “And so,” Paul continues, “we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him.”
Some of us will be alive when Jesus comes again, but not all of us. “According to the Lord’s own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first.” It’s going to be a dramatic scene. Jesus Himself will appear in the clouds. There will be a loud command, the voice of the archangel (that means, the leading angel). A divine trumpet will sound (the instrument that rallies the troops). And then the miracle that Jesus’ resurrection foreshadowed:  the dead will be raised from across the whole world. 
“After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air.” There will be a reunion. We will be reunited with our deceased loved ones. But, again, notice what Paul focuses on. He doesn’t dwell on the reunion we will have with each other. Who is in focus?  “to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever.” 
Who is the one you long to see most in heaven? Who is the one who has been your most faithful friend? Who is the most unselfish one you have known, who set aside all of His own personal interests so that He could put you first? Who is the only one to ever sacrifice everything for you? Who is the only one who ever died for you? Isn’t it Jesus?
It’s very hard to imagine what heaven is like. Heaven is the opposite of earth. Since everything on earth is imperfect, how can any of our feeble comparisons of things on earth ever do justice to what heaven is like? But Jesus—with Him we can identify. He’s a man, who looks like you and me. He was tested by all the same temptations and sufferings that we go through. So He knows what it feels like to be you. But He is more than a man. Men disappoint us. But Jesus does not disappoint. Never has He left anyone down. Faithful in everything He does, He fulfilled God’s law for us. He’s the most admirable friend because never once did He give in to Satan’s temptations. He’s the perfect friend, the only one who is worthy to be with God. But He is such a noble friend. He says, “Come, I want to share all this with you. Come, let me cover you with my righteousness. You need righteousness to live here, and I will give you that righteousness.”
May Jesus be the one that you long for. May His be the face that you see when through the tears that fill your eyes because life on this earth is so impossible—may His be the face that you focus on. May Jesus be the one who gives you the courage to go on. “And so we will be with the Lord forever,” Paul says. “Therefore encourage each other with these words.” These words are the words that give courage:  “we will be with the Lord forever.” Jesus is the best thing about heaven. Keep your focus fixed on Him, and He will bring you there.  Amen.
